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Understanding the Significance of Creationism: 
Historical and Cultural Perspectives-A Symposium 
STANLEY L. WEINBERG 
Committees of Correspondence' 
156 East Alta Vista, Ottumwa, Iowa 52501 
This symposium consists of the published versions of papers that 
were presented in the course of a conference on the significance of 
creationism, held as part of the 93rd session of the Iowa Academy of 
Science. The session had its venue at Coe College, Cedar Rapids, 
Iowa, in April, 1981. The time and place of the symposium are 
significant. 
Iowa has been the focus-for reasons that are unclear-of a major 
effort of the creationist movement to install its doctrines in the 
state's public schools.' Since 1977, eight creationist bills have been 
introduced in the Iowa legislature; none has passed. Efforts-some 
successful, others unsuccessful-have also been made formally and 
informally by groups of local citizens, in some cases assisted by out-
of-state creationist missionaries, to introduce creationism into parti-
cular school systems. 
Over the years these activities have provoked a great deal of con-
cern and discussion. The discussions have taken place in the 
legislature and its committees, on college and university campuses, 
in churches, in schools, in teachers' meetings, in public meetings, in 
the newspapers, over the air, and informally in private homes and 
local gatherings. The symposium was a response to the feeling 
among Iowa academics that the Academy, as a responsible, locally-
based learned society, should take some formal cognizance of the 
widespread public concern (whether oriented toward creationism or 
toward evolution) over creationism as a social force in the state of 
Iowa. 
It is appropriate that the symposium was organized by the 
Academy and is now published in an organ of the Academy. The 
publication is unprecedented in that the PROCEEDINGS has tradi-
tionally restricted itself to publishing original research papers. The 
informal, discursive papers presented here are a break with this tradi-
tion. However, they fit well with recent activities of the Academy, 
which has taken a leading role in defending evolution in Iowa 
against the incursions of organized creationism. 
The Academy has issued two position papers' that strongly sup-
port the teaching of evolution and oppose the introduction of crea-
tionism, as a sectarian religious doctrine posing as science~ into 
public school science classes; the position papers have drawn national 
attention. Members of the Academy have been prominent in speak-
ing on the creation-evolution issue before the state legislature and in 
other public forums. A unique venture of the Academy is its Panel 
on Controversial Issues, charged with assisting classroom teachers 
and others who must deal directly with the creation-evolution con-
troversy and similar science-based public issues. Finally, the 
Academy's Executive Director, Robert W. Hanson, helped to 
organize a symposium on "Science and Belief' at the 1982 AAAS 
annual meetin~ The AAAS symposium was similar in its focus to 
the present Coe College symposium; it was heavily attended and 
widely publicized. With these varied initiatives, the Iowa Academy 
has possibly played the most active current public role of all state 
academies of science. 
The theory of evolution was developed by biologists and 
geologists. It is interesting, therefore, that none of the present 
authors professes either of these disciplines. Two are anthropologists, 
another is an engineer, and the last a historian of science. None deals 
in a technical way with the mechanisms that constitute the theory. 
All deal with the social aspects and consequences of evolution. 
Godfrey treats in some detail the influence of the creationist 
movement on evolution theory, on biological science, and on 
American society and politics. Cole deals with the effects of the 
movement on education and on the intellectual life and the ideology 
of American society. Wilson discusses the role of Darwinism in the 
philosophical, religious, and general intellectual development of 
19th century Britain. Patterson's paper, perhaps the most heterodox 
of the symposium, brings together the unusual triad of biological 
evolution, thermodynamics, and the professional attitudes of 
engineers and other academics. The author's thesis is that engineers, 
who are prominent in the creationist movement, display professional 
incompetence when they intrude their ignorance of biology and of 
certain other aspects of science into the creation-evolution contro-
versy; and that their more traditional colleagues show professional 
irresponsibility by failing to call the incompetents to task. 
In ranging so widely, the four authors exemplify one current trend 
in current evolutionary research and discussion. As another example 
of the trend, Ilya Prigogine was awarded the 1977 Nobel Prize in 
chemistry for his Theory of Dissipative Structures.• The theory 
derives from investigations into non-equilibrium chemical systems; 
it asserts that any energetic, non-equilibrium system which draws 
energy from the external environment and dissipates its entropy to 
the environment, not only can but must evolve. Thus the theory 
controverts the creationist notion that the Second Law of Ther-
modynamics-the entropy law-forbids evolution. Prigogine 
originally worked in chemistry and biology. Now, at the University 
of Texas, he is applying his dissipative theory to studies of Houston's 
traffic system and the U.S. Army's command structure. As non-
equilibrium energy systems, these two phenomena fit the assump-
tions of the theory. Through his investigations Prigogine proposes to 
manage the evolution of the two systems and to improve their func-
tioning. Could evolution stray farther from its biological base? 
Our four authors have contributed interesting and provocative 
papers. It is hoped that the symposium will stimulate further investi-
gation and discussion of the social and other non-biological aspects 
of evolution, and will help Iowa citizens to deal more effectively with 
the sharp creation-evolution controversy that currently is ravaging 
the state. 
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